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“THE PERFECTIONS ARE THE PRACTICES OF BODHISATTVAS, holy beings who have completely renounced the self; they have transcended selfish concerns and cherish only others. Each perfection is perfect, flawless. Each arises from bodhichitta and is supported by the other perfections, including the wisdom of emptiness. Because of that, a bodhisattva generates infinite merit every moment, whether outwardly engaged in working for others or not. A bodhisattva’s bodhichitta never stops.”


— Lama Zopa Rinpoche
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EDITOR’S PREFACE


THE SIX PERFECTIONS — the activities of the bodhisattva — lay out a route map to enlightenment. Once we have attained the precious mind of bodhichitta and become a bodhisattva, we hone that mind, taking it ever closer to enlightenment by training in the six perfections. These are very advanced practices, each perfection fueled by the wonderful mind of bodhichitta and grounded in the wisdom of realizing emptiness.


But what makes them so precious for us is the absolute relevance they have in our daily lives. Each of the six is a skill we can and need to develop right this moment. I often joke that I have attained the perfection of miserliness and impatience, but, really, within these teachings are the tools to overcome the negative minds we all now have — and to develop their positive counterparts.


Who of us is completely generous or never does an action that harms others? And in this world of smartphones and social media, it seems the whole world is suffering from ADHD, unable to focus for more than a second, twitching from one screen to the next in search of some elusive goal. We all need patience, perseverance, and concentration.


Whenever Lama Zopa Rinpoche teaches on the six perfections, either as a whole or by focusing on one or more, he isn’t teaching to the bodhisattvas but to us, and his teaching is wonderful advice that shows us how to redirect our lives, making us more generous, moral, patient, and joyful in doing positive actions. Anybody who has sat in front of Rinpoche knows he embodies bodhichitta and wisdom, and his explanation of these subjects is extraordinary. In compiling this book, I hope I have been able to bring even a fraction of the wisdom he has showered us with for over forty years.




In general, quotes in this book have been taken from published texts such as Shantideva’s A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life and have been cited accordingly, but some are Rinpoche’s own translations, which I’ve taken from the transcripts. As Rinpoche very often investigates the words within a verse thoroughly, what I have often ended up with is more a paraphrase of the original quote.


To compile this book, I have used teachings stored in the Lama Yeshe Wisdom Archive that have been lovingly recorded, transcribed, and checked by a vast number of people, all working to preserve the precious words of a great teacher. I would like to thank everybody who contributed to this book: those at LYWA, the audio team that recorded the teachings, and the team at Wisdom Publications, who are an inspiration to work with.


I apologize for any errors found in this book; they are 100 percent mine. May this book be the tool to allow people to develop their positive qualities to the maximum degree in order to help others. May whatever merit gained from the creation of this book be dedicated to peace in this troubled world; to the long life, well-being, and fulfillment of the wishes of all our holy teachers, especially His Holiness the Dalai Lama and Lama Zopa Rinpoche; and to the flourishing of the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition and of the Dharma throughout the world.


Gordon McDougall
 Bath, England











INTRODUCTION: THE SIX PERFECTIONS


THE SANSKRIT for perfection is paramita,1 which literally means “gone beyond.” The perfections are the practices of bodhisattvas, holy beings who have completely renounced the self; they have transcended selfish concerns and cherish only others.


Each perfection is perfect, flawless. Each arises from bodhichitta and is supported by the other perfections, including the wisdom of emptiness. Because of that, a bodhisattva generates infinite merit every moment, whether outwardly engaged in working for others or not. A bodhisattva’s bodhichitta never stops. Even sleeping, there is no self-cherishing; even in a coma, infinite merit is still created.


The six perfections are as follows:


1. Charity (dana)


2. Morality (shila)


3. Patience (kshanti)


4. Perseverance (virya)


5. Concentration (dhyana)


6. Wisdom ( prajna)


The first perfection is the perfection of charity. Its nature is the virtuous thought of giving. With that thought we perform the three types of charity: giving material objects, giving fearlessness, and giving the Dharma. These encompass all our actions of body, speech, and mind, such as giving material objects, protecting from fear, and giving the Dharma.


The second perfection is the perfection of morality, of which there are three types: refraining from nonvirtue, gathering virtuous deeds, and working for others. The first, refraining from nonvirtue, is abstaining from actions that harm sentient beings. The second, gathering virtuous deeds, means completely giving up the thought of seeking happiness for the self, including seeking self-liberation. The third, working for others, means just that — protecting sentient beings from harm as well as helping them in any way we can.


Then there is the perfection of patience. The nature of patience is keeping the mind in virtue whenever we encounter disturbance and harm. (We could endure these with a nonvirtuous mind as well, which is why the distinction is made.) There are three types of patience: not retaliating when harmed, accepting suffering, and having certainty about the Dharma. Accepting suffering means our mind remains calm and undisturbed whenever we receive harm from either sentient beings or nonliving things. Having certainty about the Dharma means always abiding in the wish to continuously practice the Dharma no matter what the circumstance.


The perfection of perseverance means being happy to practice virtue — specifically, being happy to practice each of the perfections — and doing work for all sentient beings. This includes virtuous actions of the body and speech, such as doing prostrations and reciting mantras.


With the fifth perfection, concentration, through both analytical meditation and single-pointed concentration we constantly reflect on the meaning of the teachings and put them into practice. For instance, when we do a shamatha, or calm-abiding meditation, using Guru Shakyamuni Buddha,2 the Buddha is the object of meditation; if we are meditating on bodhichitta, the mind of enlightenment, when we place our mind single-pointedly on bodhichitta, that is the object of meditation.


The last perfection is the perfection of wisdom, of which there are two types. One type realizes the conventional (or all-obscuring) truth,3 which includes the nature of impermanence or the law of cause and effect. The other type realizes the ultimate truth, the emptiness of all phenomena. Generally, the perfection of wisdom refers to realizing emptiness.


The first five perfections develop the method side of the practice, and the perfection of wisdom develops the wisdom side. One of Lama Tsongkhapa’s two main disciples, Gyaltsap Jé,4 explained that both the method and the wisdom sides of the path must be developed using only the unmistaken path.5 Following a path that is even slightly flawed will not get us there, no matter how much effort we make. And even if we enter an unmistaken path, unless it is complete we will still be unable to become enlightened. Therefore we should diligently follow the complete and perfect path that allows us to fully develop both method and wisdom. This is all based on correct devotion to a fully qualified Mahayana spiritual teacher, one who has studied the Mahayana scriptures extensively.


At the present time, we are only ever concerned with our own happiness. A bodhisattva, on the other hand, has bodhichitta, the aspiration to release others from suffering and obtain ultimate happiness for them, no matter what difficulties the bodhisattva encounters. Our concerns are completely the opposite of those of a bodhisattva. If we wish to attain bodhichitta and become a bodhisattva, we must train in seeing all sentient beings as our mothers and wish to repay the great kindness they have all shown us. This leads to not just love and compassion arising but also great love and great compassion; with these, we wish all beings without exception to have happiness and be free from suffering, and we wish to bring this about by ourselves alone. When this state of mind becomes spontaneous, we achieve bodhichitta and can then go on to attain enlightenment.


We can only attain enlightenment when we have achieved each of these perfections; it is the infallible route followed by all buddhas. Attaining each perfection depends on the kindness of all sentient beings. As Nagarjuna asked, if there were no sentient beings, who would be the recipients of our charity? Inanimate objects such as trees or mountains cannot receive our charity; only suffering sentient beings can. Similarly, it would be impossible to practice morality without sentient beings. When we practice morality we refrain from harming others. How could we do that if there were no sentient beings? And without sentient beings who try to harm us, how can we develop our patience? Attaining the perfection of patience definitely depends on all kind mother sentient beings, especially those who wish us harm. Without understanding the suffering of other sentient beings, we could never have the perseverance needed to practice the path untiringly for the vast amount of time it will take. To persevere on the path for many lifetimes, maybe eons, until we attain enlightenment, we need the strong determination that our great compassion brings when we understand how sentient beings are suffering. This would be impossible without the existence of these suffering sentient beings.


All six perfections stem from the great compassion we feel for all sentient beings, which produces bodhichitta. That is the very heart of the path.












1 : CHARITY


THE FIRST of the six perfections is the perfection of charity, or generosity,6 which is dana in Sanskrit and jinpa in Tibetan.


Charity is the thought of giving. If we have money and possessions, of course we can make one kind of charity by giving to others. However, even if we are poor, utterly without possessions, living an ascetic life, we can still practice charity. Charity is the wish to give rather than the actual giving, so it does not depend on having things. It is important to understand this; the perfection of charity is a mental activity rather than a physical action, so we can practice it without having anything at all. We can mentally give to others things such as our body, speech, mind, good karma, merit collected since beginningless rebirths, and so forth. For instance, when we practice tonglen, the practice of mentally taking others’ suffering and giving them our good qualities, we are offering charity.7 When we do the giving visualization, we give all our merits of the three times — past, present, and future — as well as our own body and happiness.


The action of giving becomes the perfection of charity when we give purely and utterly without any delusions such as pride. We can do this by dedicating any positive action we do and whatever merit we get from that action, ensuring it is never lost. This is very important when we practice charity or any of the other perfections. It is very easy to give something and regret it afterward, or to feel proud of our action of giving. It is especially easy to expect something in return for our generosity. Such minds weaken the act and stop them from being the perfection of charity.


We can mentally offer everything to all sentient beings, or we can physically offer a cup of tea to one sentient being. Although both are actions of charity, we need to make our action of giving as pure as possible by being very careful that the action is done without the slightest attachment to the object we are giving away. When there is still attachment, it is not really charity; when we give without attachment, that is charity.


The pure practice of charity is one of the principal causes of obtaining a perfect human rebirth; the other main cause is morality. Pabongka Dechen Nyingpo8 said that practicing just one of these perfections is not enough, we must practice both. And so from our own side, practicing charity is vital. When we practice it well and wisely it has great results.


THE PERFECTION OF CHARITY IS A MENTAL STATE


In the chapter on guarding alertness in A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, Shantideva makes the distinction between physical charity and the perfection of charity by showing how attaining the perfection of charity does not mean a bodhisattva has given every being everything they need. That would be impossible. He said,


If the perfection of generosity meant freeing the whole world from poverty, then,


since there still is poverty in the world today,


how could it have been that the Perfect Ones of the past


attained this perfect virtue?


It is said that the perfection of generosity is


the result of the will to surrender to all living beings


everything that is yours, including the fruit of such surrender.


Therefore, this perfection is only a mental act.


Where could I lead all fish and other living beings, so that I could avoid killing them?


But the moment one acquires a dispassionate thought,


there is agreement that there is perfection of morality.9




The perfection of charity is not a perfection because it has rid the world of beggars and needy people. It is not even the perfection of charity when we have freed ourselves from all miserliness. Arhats have overcome miserliness and yet they are not bodhisattvas practicing the perfection of charity. For bodhisattvas, the perfection of charity is the wish, rather than the actual action, to give whatever any being needs, no matter what that is. It is a state of mind. For bodhisattvas, the wish to give their possessions, wealth, and even their bodies in order to help other beings comes effortlessly.


The perfection of charity does not depend on other sentient beings receiving charity from us, nor does it depend on not having any needy beings left. It depends on destroying clinging to what we each consider as ours, such as our body, speech, and mind, as well as our physical possessions and our merits. It also depends on not being attached to the temporal results of giving. As the number of sentient beings is infinite, when we dedicate our action of charity to all sentient beings with a sincere mind, we create infinite merit and we do unimaginable purification. Every time we do this, we come closer to enlightenment because we are working for all sentient beings without limit.


We have attained the perfection of charity when we can give our body to other beings as easily as giving a cup of water or a few vegetables. (Maybe now if we are very hungry it is difficult to contemplate even giving a few vegetables.) Until we reach that state, we need to endeavor not only to give freely but also to ensure that the action is done purely.


Our Worldly Mind Blocks Giving


Even if we have the wish to practice charity, we still often have many negative attitudes and actions to abandon.10 First, we might not be aware that the action of giving is a mental one and so we feel frustrated because we don’t have physical things we can give others. Even if we know this, we might try to give, but we might not create much good karma because we are clouded by delusions such as regret. These negative minds weaken whatever action of charity we do.


It is very important to not have pride when we practice charity. Giving with pride makes the merit very weak, like a business that has very little profit. It is also important to avoid having expectations of getting something back from our act of giving, such as material benefit or help. Such expectations mean that although we might physically give something to somebody, we are actually doing it for our own benefit. This is not charity. We are still attached to this life’s happiness, which means our motivation is for our own temporal happiness and not for the happiness of the person we are giving to. This stops the action of charity from being pure.


In the same way, giving with the expectation of receiving a good reputation or some praise is not pure giving. We give but we hope that others will see how generous we have been and think that we are so good, how despite our wealth we have so much love and compassion. We want to see our name in the newspapers, and we expect respect and admiration from the poor people we give to. In this way, the act of charity is done for our own worldly happiness and not for others.


Say somebody is starving to death and we give them some food, saving their life. Our main motivation for doing the act, however, might have been to be seen as a wonderful, generous, and compassionate person. If so, the action was about obtaining worldly happiness in this life. Our act of giving has allowed them to survive but is it a virtuous or nonvirtuous act? It might seem as if the action is virtuous because we have helped the other person and given them what they wanted, but that is not so. It is actually a nonvirtuous act because our motivation was not to help them but to have some worldly gain for ourselves. Of course, that doesn’t mean that if we see somebody in danger we shouldn’t help them because our motivation might be impure!


Unless we always check our motivation, it is very difficult to give to somebody else without the selfish attitude creeping in, wanting something in return for our act of generosity. This is because our self-cherishing mind always only ever wants happiness and comfort for ourselves alone.


Say we usually walk straight past a beggar we see in the street every day. However, one day, because there are many people around, we feel a bit self-conscious not to give anything, so we drop a dollar into their cup. If we give because we don’t want others to think we are stingy, that is attachment to reputation, a negative mind. We have wasted that opportunity. On the other hand, to give anything, even a few cents, with a sincere heart not only helps the beggar but also becomes a cause for enlightenment for us. To give with a mind unstained by selfish thought is the pure Dharma practice of charity.


Keeping our mind pure — free from pride, miserliness, and so forth — is very difficult for ordinary people like us. If we could give simply, without all these disturbing thoughts clouding our giving, our generosity would be perfect and attaining another perfect human rebirth would be easy. But this is a struggle for most of us. That is why we must always check our motivation and be diligent in observing our karma.


The villagers of Solu Khumbu, where I was born, have a very good custom to protect themselves and others. Because they are incredibly poor, theft is always a problem. Things are often stolen: cooking pots, money — even potatoes. In many villages the people bury pots of their precious potatoes outside to keep them safe, but thieves can generally guess where the pots are buried, and they dig them up. Also, sometimes people borrow things and don’t return them, no matter how much the owner complains and shouts.


In such cases of theft, the villagers often go to a monastery and ask the lama there to say prayers and dedicate the merit of the prayer to the thief, totally offering them that thing. Whether or not this becomes a virtuous act does not depend on the lama but on the mind of the victim. If the person can renounce the stolen object completely and offer it to the thief with compassion, then it is virtuous. The owner needs the object, but the thief also needs it, and so by renouncing it and offering it to the thief with compassion, the dedication becomes a virtuous action.


If somebody stole a hundred dollars from us and we cannot do the practice of dedication — if we cannot take the loss upon ourselves and offer the victory to that sentient being; if we still cling to that hundred dollars — how can we perfect the practice of charity? Even without considering how kind that sentient being has been, how precious they are, we should rejoice that they needed something and now they have it. Like us, they want happiness and do not want suffering — in that way they are completely equal to us — so why can’t they have that hundred dollars? If we were to find a hundred dollars, how happy we would be. If we were to find a thousand dollars or a million dollars, we would be so surprised and excited. We would clap our hands with joy. So why can’t we do the same thing for this sentient being who has come across a hundred dollars?


INTEGRATING THE OTHER PERFECTIONS INTO THE PERFECTION OF CHARITY


Each perfection depends on the other perfections. When we give with the bodhisattva motivation, with the wish to benefit other sentient beings, we are practicing the morality of charity. When we maintain our patience even though people might be ungrateful, we are practicing the patience of charity. When we avoid any laziness, such as thinking we can practice charity later, and instead give with continuous, strong energy, we are practicing the perseverance of charity. In this way, each perfection includes the others.


Since the perfection of charity — along with the perfections of morality, patience, and so forth — belongs to the merit of virtue, and the perfection of wisdom belongs to the merit of wisdom, giving even a cent to a beggar with the wisdom of charity, a deep understanding of emptiness, means that we accumulate both kinds of merit.11


It is very good to remember that whatever we give lacks even an atom of true existence, that the giver — ourselves — as well as the action of giving and the recipient are all merely labeled as such by the mind. This is the wisdom aspect of our practice of charity. We thus seal the action of charity with an understanding of emptiness.


A simple way to do this, something that gives the feeling of emptiness, is to not cling to the action. Although nothing exists from its own side, we cling to things because that is how they appear to us and we believe that to be so. Instead, we should look at everything as like a dream — subject, action, and object are all like a dream, without an atom of true existence. When we can do this, we lessen the sense that what appears to us as inherently existing actually does exist in that way.


If we cling to the action of charity as inherently existing, we might accumulate merit because of our positive action but we poison that action with the thought of true existence. In Seven-Point Mind Training, Geshe Chekawa12 advised, “Don’t eat poisonous food.” In other words, don’t let the merit we have accumulated be stained by the wrong conception of true existence.


Lama Tsongkhapa advised that if we have ultimate bodhichitta — the realization of emptiness within the mind of a bodhisattva — any merit we accumulate becomes the cause of enlightenment because we accumulate both types of merit. Without bodhichitta, even though we have the realization of emptiness, practicing charity only becomes the cause of liberation from samsara — not the cause of enlightenment. There is a great difference, like the difference between a handful of dust and the whole earth. By having bodhichitta, the merit has infinite results. Bodhichitta makes a great difference.


To practice charity without incorporating these other five perfections, we risk creating disturbances to the success of our practice. It is like a soldier who puts on some armor but fails to protect the entire body, leaving some spots exposed, risking fatal injury.


THE THREE TYPES OF CHARITY


Many texts list three types of charity:


1. The charity of giving material things


2. The charity of giving fearlessness


3. The charity of giving the Dharma


In the context of taking tantric vows, a fourth type of charity is mentioned, which is the charity of giving loving-kindness.




1. The Charity of Giving Material Things


The first of the three types of charity is giving material things. This charity can be either physical giving or mental giving. The recipient of our giving must be another sentient being, although we can also make offerings to enlightened beings and to the guru, who is the embodiment of all the buddhas.


Like the other perfections, the perfection of charity is mainly to help us develop our bodhichitta — this is a mental training — and so the motivation should be to attain enlightenment. Because as a bodhisattva we have mentally given away all our possessions and have no attachment to anything, we should feel that whatever we offer others is already theirs, that we have just had it on loan. After safeguarding it for them, we are now returning it to its rightful owner.


We should see the receiver of our gift as our guru, helping us to complete the perfection of charity. If the recipient is an enemy, we should give with loving-kindness; if the recipient is suffering and miserable, we should give with compassion; if they are our superior in merit, we should give with rejoicing; if they are equal in merit, we should give with equanimity.


We should also give with joy. Rejoicing is an incredibly important practice, especially for people in the West, who are brought up in a very competitive education system. It seems to me that almost everything in the West — the schooling, the competition for jobs, even sports — is designed to make people strengthen their egos and strive to be better than others. Ambition is seen as a good thing, and somebody who does not try to be better than everybody else is considered weak. This kind of psychological conditioning is the complete opposite of the Dharma mind of thought-transformation practices, which always offers the victory to others.


By giving somebody what they want, we not only make them happy, which should be our motivation for everything we do, but we also come closer to enlightenment; therefore we should rejoice. However, it often happens that when we give, our self-cherishing fools us into feeling we have given away what is ours and what we need in order to be happy, which makes us miserable rather than happy. It can also make us either regret the act or feel proud about it. There are many ways self-cherishing can rob us of our merit.


By giving with the awareness of karma, we can truly rejoice because we see that having created positive karma in the past, we now have the means and the wish to be generous. Furthermore, with this act of giving we create positive karma that will ensure our happiness in the future as well as bring happiness to the recipient of our gift. When we give in this way, we create the habit of giving with joy and it becomes progressively easier. Even if we only do this with a rational mind, one that understands the advantages of giving with joy but without much actual joy in the act, our joy will grow with practice. After we have practiced this way for some time, it will come spontaneously; we will do everything with a Dharma motivation and always feel a deep joy in everything we do.


There Are Many Ways to Practice Charity


We should practice giving in any way we can, unless doing so becomes a hindrance to our Dharma practice. No matter how small it might be, we should use every opportunity to make charity. Take, for example, offering a little blood to a mosquito. Whenever we are hungry, we look for something to eat. The mosquito on our arm is also hungry, and she needs food for her children. She was a human being in previous lives but, not having Dharma wisdom and being under the control of karma, she accumulated the negative karma to be reborn in that insect body. There was no plan. She didn’t plan when she was in human form that she would be reborn as a mosquito, in the way that we might study to become a doctor or work to obtain another precious human body.


When we look closely at a mosquito’s stomach, it looks completely empty and transparent, a bit like the plastic wrapping that envelops a loaf of bread. The mosquito is starving. By accepting a little pain from her now, we enable her to live and, in return, she gives us enlightenment. That is incredible!


I find thinking like this while remembering the mosquito’s incredible kindness is very effective for the mind. Having taken that drop of blood from my arm, she is satisfied and, even though there might be a little pain while she is drinking, I feel real tranquility and happiness watching her fly away. Any pain disappears when I think of her kindness.


There was no wish and no choice at all to be born as a mosquito, a flea, a lobster, or one of those worms that people bait fishing lines with, pushing the hook right through that being’s body. They had no choice, and trapped in their animal body, they are so pitiful, utterly without power or guidance. We don’t need to think of any of their other sufferings — how they are hungry, thirsty, cold, hot, exploited by humans, and so forth. Just consider how they have taken that body without choice, and because of that, they must experience unimaginable suffering without choice — that is enough.


I often think that feeding birds is an act of charity not only to the birds; by helping the birds rid themselves of hunger, they are less inclined to kill worms for their food. With full stomachs, they sit very contentedly, very peacefully, and so we are feeding the birds and saving the lives of worms.


In Hong Kong and many other places, people help injured or sick animals, forming charities to build animal hospitals where the animals can be treated. We can help animals in many ways. Even if we don’t have any money or means to physically give charity, we can make great charity with our mind.


All wealth comes from the wish to give, whereas economic problems such as recessions are caused by the miserly mind. Therefore we should offer physical or mental charity as much as we can. Very often I receive messages from people asking me to help them build monasteries, hospitals, schools, and so forth. Usually I try to help in whatever way I can, but I cannot fulfill everybody’s wishes. I try to ensure that people aren’t left completely empty-handed — I always offer something — because they are giving me the opportunity to collect merit by practicing charity. Furthermore, if I can give with a bodhichitta motivation, it becomes the cause for enlightenment.


So even if we can’t help a person financially this time, and we are not ready to offer our body, there are always ways to practice charity. Maybe we can’t give even a little thing every time but, if we have the means, we should try to give something. That way we help fulfill the other person’s wishes and, by creating positive karma, our own wishes will also be fulfilled.


Train Until We Can Offer Our Whole Body


When we are training our mind in charity, we should give without any clinging to the merit of that action. Instead, we should completely dedicate the charitable action so that the being we are giving to is able to find a perfect human rebirth and that we ourselves can reveal the path to them and guide them to enlightenment. If the practice is done in this way, even with tiny actions, gradually our mind becomes stronger and more courageous. Finally, we become like the bodhisattvas, able to give not just a tiny drop of blood to a mosquito but our whole body to a needy sentient being, without any hesitation despite the pain, with only the thought of loving-kindness and compassion.


A favorite story in the Jataka Tales13 is of the time when Shakyamuni Buddha gave his holy body to a family of starving tigers. At that time, Shakyamuni Buddha and Maitreya Buddha were brothers and both bodhisattvas. When they came across a starving tigress and her four cubs in the jungle, they both felt great compassion, but whereas Maitreya left, praying for a fortunate rebirth for the tiger family, the Buddha offered his whole body to them, dying in order to save them from starvation.


The teaching on equalizing and exchanging self and others — one of the two techniques for developing bodhichitta — shows us that all our problems come from cherishing the self and all our happiness comes from cherishing others. Using the practice of tonglen, we learn to renounce the ego, the source of all our problems, and cherish others. With the tonglen practice, when we visualize taking all the suffering of all sentient beings and giving them everything, we are naturally developing the perfection of charity.


For most human beings, the basic problem is the struggle to survive; they lack the means to live. In the practice of giving, we visualize giving them everything they need. For those trapped by poverty, for instance, we visualize billions of dollars falling from the sky like rain for them, until their houses are overflowing with money.


Of course, what they really need is to meet the Dharma and actualize the path, and for that they need to meet a spiritual teacher who can show them the complete unmistaken path to liberation and enlightenment. We can visualize giving them that.


We cannot immediately give everything away to every sentient being and take on the whole suffering of samsara, but we can train with small things. We should develop a strong determination to train our mind until we can give them everything and we can take the suffering from all beings and experience that by ourselves. With that determination, we do whatever we can according to our capabilities. If we are able to give even a small thing or experience even a small problem on behalf of somebody else, we should do that.


If we cannot even offer a small comfort to another person at present, such as giving a plate of food or a cup of tea, how can we dedicate all our possessions, our body, our happiness, and all our merit collected over the three times to all sentient beings? At present, when we see a free seat on a bus we rush to grab it, and we feel so happy when we beat somebody else to it. Even for such a tiny thing we rush. It’s amazing. Yet everybody else on the bus is exactly equal to us in wanting happiness and not wanting suffering; they all want the comfort of that seat as we do.


We all want maximum comfort. I remember a long time ago when I visited a cemetery near Manjushri Institute14 in northern England, I saw a place where people had reserved their spots to be buried. They were still alive and yet there were pieces of stone with their names on them. Dying is very expensive in the West, and of course it is good to make preparations so that it won’t be difficult for other people. But it is pointless to pay for an expensive plot in a beautiful park so the corpse can be comfortable. The person will have died and be utterly unable to enjoy the flowers or the view, and yet they spend so much so their dead body can rot in a beautiful environment. Instead of always insisting on maximum comfort for ourselves alone and spending so much on a piece of land not much bigger than a table, we could use that money in practical ways to benefit others.


We need to start in a small way to train our mind to give progressively more until we can offer everything. In this way, we will gradually be able to offer more, from happily giving up our seat on a bus to bigger and bigger things. Each time we give a scrap of food to a dog or a dollar to a beggar, the thought comes more easily to give more.


Although at this stage our miserliness might stop us from giving anything to anybody, Lama Tsongkhapa explained a technique in which we practice having our right hand offer something to our left hand and vice versa, as if we are giving to somebody else. Of course, we are just giving to ourselves, but still we are practicing giving. To practice giving in this way, the mind is extremely happy and peaceful, which others see and so are made happy. So far, I haven’t managed to do this practice.


From there we can start helping others in small ways, such as taking the heavy load from somebody who is struggling. Renouncing our own comfort for others’ in that way is exchanging ourselves for others in an extremely small way, but it is a start.


Any practice of offering ourselves to others is based on the understanding that other sentient beings are so precious, so important, so kind. Recalling how they have all been our mothers and kind in four ways15 will help us see this. By reflecting deeply on the kindness of others, whenever we have dealings with people, that recollection will come spontaneously and the wish to benefit them will naturally be there.


The very fact of our existence, the enjoyments we experience, our ability to follow the path to liberation and enlightenment — all this is due to the kindness of sentient beings. For this reason alone we should renounce the self and cherish others. Because of the kindness of each sentient being, we can accomplish the three great purposes: ensuring the happiness of future lives, attaining liberation, and attaining enlightenment. We should cherish others more than ourselves for the simple reason that this being we call “I” is one, whereas others are countless. No matter how important we might think this I is, it is nothing compared to the importance of the uncountable other sentient beings. Instead of working always for the self, to obtain benefits for ourselves and to prevent our own suffering, we should practice with body, speech, and mind to work for the happiness of others.


2. The Charity of Giving Fearlessness


The second type of charity is the charity of giving fearlessness: guiding others from fear and danger. This can take many forms, such as preventing somebody from endangering themselves or others or giving medicine to protect a person from illness. When a counselor helps a person by advising on what to do and frees them from anxiety, that is also the charity of giving fearlessness.


We also give fearlessness when we show somebody weighed down with worry and fear how to obtain happiness through the Dharma, such as by practicing one of the thought-transformation techniques. When we do that, we are offering not just the charity of giving fearlessness but also the charity of giving the Dharma. When we give the Dharma to others, we protect them from the dangers of this life and from rebirth in the lower realms, so it is naturally the charity of giving fearlessness. Without using Dharma terms, we can show them how to transform problems into happiness and how to benefit all other sentient beings. For somebody with a serious illness, for instance, we can show how it is not just the medication that is important to healing but a good attitude as well.


Kyabje Serkong Rinpoche16 explained that giving fearlessness includes saving insects that have fallen into water from drowning by lifting them out. If we see animals attacking each other, such as when ants attack a living worm (the dead ones they can have!), we should help if there is a way. Finding some way to keep the ants away from the worm is giving the worm the charity of fearlessness. In the same way, we should save a mouse that our cat has caught. To not intervene, thinking that it is the cat’s nature, is not enough. The same logic would mean we do nothing when somebody attacks or abuses us; if somebody tried to kill us, of course we would do everything we could to stop it. We would not simply submit, thinking it was just their nature.


In Solu Khumbu and areas in Tibet, when a person has omens or dreams that suggest they are going to die, or if they have been sick for a long time, it is common for them to consult a lama to receive predictions. One of the recommended common practices is for the person to buy animals such as goats or chickens and keep them in the house, feeding them and caring for them until they die. Sometimes they take the goats to high lamas and ask for prayers or some blessings for them.


If we can also do that, caring for an animal that was destined to be slaughtered, that is very good. By feeding them every day, we perform both the practice of giving material charity and the charity of giving fearlessness, and we create much good karma. In that way, we not only bring happiness to the animal but we also constantly create the cause of our own future happiness.


Animal Liberation Can Incorporate All Six Perfections


According to our own capabilities, we should help protect people and animals from dangers in whatever way we can, trying to guide them from fear. If we are able to protect an animal’s life by buying it, rather than allowing it to be slaughtered by a butcher or bought by a restaurant, that is the charity of giving fearlessness. We should liberate animals if we can, depending on how much we can afford. For small creatures, such as fish or worms, we can buy many and do it often. It definitely works. Causing others to have longer lives is itself a karmic cause for our own life to be prolonged by preventing the hindrances that cause untimely death.


With the practice of animal liberation,17 we buy animals from places where they are going to be killed for food and release them into as safe an environment as possible, somewhere where they can live longer. This can be a simple act or part of an elaborate ceremony involving many people and thousands of animals. In Singapore, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, they don’t release animals by the hundreds but by the tens of thousands. So many lives are saved.




It is very beneficial to practice the charity of fearlessness by practically saving their lives while at the same time giving them Dharma imprints by saying mantras and circumambulating stupas or other holy objects with them. The positive potential that they receive from such a practice is unimaginable. On one hand, we are saving their lives, and on the other, we are giving them the causes for full enlightenment. What more can anybody do for such animals?


In this way, such a practice becomes extremely rich. Wishing to save the lives of these kind creatures from the danger of death is the charity of giving fearlessness; feeding them before or after liberating them is material charity; and reciting those powerful mantras and blowing on them, causing them to purify their negative karma and to have good rebirth, is the charity of giving the Dharma.


Besides the perfection of charity, animal liberation contains all the other perfections if we do it correctly. Liberating the animals in this way, we are practicing both the morality of abstaining from nonvirtue and, because we are reciting mantras and circumambulating holy objects with the animals, the morality of gathering virtue. Bearing the hardships of setting up the liberation ceremony and of actually doing it becomes the perfection of patience; the joy and effort we make to do it and the concentration involved become the perfections of perseverance and concentration. And when we see how we ourselves, the animals, and the action of liberating are all nothing other than completely imputed by the mind, the action can become the perfection of wisdom.


Liberating animals in this way is extremely important because if we just buy them from a shop, even when we liberate them there is always the danger they might be killed by other animals. Then what? They can die at any time and most of them will be born again in the lower realms. Of course, there is some benefit in prolonging their lives if we can liberate them where there is no immediate danger from predators, but if we recite mantras and the teachings of the Buddha, such as on emptiness or bodhichitta, it leaves imprints on their minds. Then definitely, after death, they will be in human bodies and able to meet the Dharma, to listen to it, reflect and meditate on it, and actualize the path. That is how they become enlightened. This is what we can offer them; it is something extremely worthwhile.


3. The Charity of Giving the Dharma


While giving things and giving fearlessness are important practices, the most important charity we can give is the charity of giving the Dharma. What sentient beings need is to be free from suffering and its causes and to have peerless happiness, and that can only come when they practice the Dharma. So if we can give them that, what greater benefit can there be?


Giving food, money, or clothing; building schools, hospitals, and so forth — such things are of great benefit to others, relieving them of temporary difficulties, but they are not the greatest benefit. Sentient beings who currently need our material help have all been millionaires in the past countless times, but they are still in samsara; just having wealth alone did not free them from suffering. If it had, all sentient beings would have been freed from suffering an unimaginably long time ago.


What they need is to be liberated from the cause of suffering — not just from sickness, starvation, and the hardships of not having a home. Whereas of course we should give them all the material help we can, we should realize that it alone will not bring more than temporary relief from material suffering. It is not enough. The greatest benefit we can offer others is to lead them from all suffering and to attain the omniscient mind.


Whenever we discuss even a few words of Dharma with somebody with a positive motivation, that is the charity of giving the Dharma. So too are giving teachings, explaining meditations, and reciting mantras and texts. Explaining the Dharma to people is, of course, the best way to truly help people, but if it is done with a bodhichitta motivation, if our reason is to really benefit those people, even gossiping to them — about celebrities, television shows, family business, even sex — is the charity of giving the Dharma. Of course, gossiping is one of the ten nonvirtues and so, in itself, it is negative, but if the motivation behind it is one of loving-kindness and compassion, and if we are doing it in order to generate loving-kindness and compassion in the others’ minds, then it is beneficial.


While we recite some Dharma aloud with the motivation that those around us — people, birds, insects, and so forth — hear the holy words and receive the Dharma, we are practicing the charity of giving the Dharma. Even if we are alone in our room, where there are not even fleas, we can still practice Dharma charity by reciting these prayers verbally and visualizing all sentient beings around us receiving our teachings. For instance, because the subject of the Heart of Wisdom Sutra is absolute nature, when we recite it we can think at the same time that all sentient beings who have not realized absolute nature before now realize it, that they have understood its meaning.


Say we recite the mantra of the perfection of wisdom: tayata gate gate paragate parasamgate bodhi soha. Because it contains the entire essence of the Dharma — the five paths we all must progress through to attain enlightenment18 — when we recite it in a place where even one being can hear it, even an insect, it plants the seed of enlightenment. Even though that being cannot practice bodhichitta now in this life and enter the path, still in the future it will be able to, because the seed is planted. Either in its next life or after a certain number of eons, it will have the opportunity to hear the teachings and enter into the path because of having heard us chant that mantra even once.


This is how we can help animals. Otherwise, no matter how long they stay with us, no matter how long they live, there is no particular advantage. It makes sense for us human beings who have met the holy Dharma to have a long life, because we then have more opportunity to purify all our obscurations and attain all the realizations and so be best able to help others. We have the practice of refuge, ensuring our life is worthwhile, even if it were to only last another day or a few hours. Animals do not have that opportunity. If they can obtain comfort and decent food, that is the result of previous positive karma, but they are incapable of creating more positive karma and so the positive karma they have is running out. This is like a person who has worked hard and saved a great deal of money but who just squanders it until it is all gone.




Sentient beings suffering in samsara are only liberated through the Dharma. There is no other way to achieve enlightenment; we can’t take them there even with the fastest plane, not even by a rocket. When American astronauts landed on the moon and reporters asked His Holiness the Dalai Lama what he thought about it, he explained that while it was the highest accomplishment of science and therefore very good, if it didn’t eliminate the three poisons — attachment, hatred, and ignorance — it wouldn’t bring peace in the mind. Maybe we should ask those astronauts who landed on the moon whether their three poisons became any smaller.


Make Material Charity Dharma Charity


In Solu Khumbu it was very common for people to offer something to anybody who came to their house. It wasn’t that people felt obliged; it was just that they wanted to. Anybody who came to my mother’s house would leave with at least some food, despite how poor she was. My father died when I was in my mother’s womb, and there was only my sister to help my mother by caring for the animals, until she left to become a nun. Everything else was done by my mother. The rest of us, including me, just played all day.


Whatever my mother got she gave away to others. My brother, Sangyé, earned some money from being a porter on treks, but my mother would give much of it away. She had so much compassion for others. She was always looking after whoever came, especially young monks and nuns. She is an example for us all.


Someone coming to our home is an incredible opportunity to practice charity. When we have a party, we can make it a Dharma party. Our motivation for giving a party is usually for the happiness of this life, to have a good time or to have our friends like us. However, we can transform our party into something worthwhile by changing our attitude. We remember the kindness of our guests, how they have been our mothers in countless previous lives, and then we see the food, drink, and music of the party as offerings to them. In that way the party becomes Dharma. We can make our merit even greater by thinking that all the guests are the embodiments of our guru, such as His Holiness the Dalai Lama, and so whatever we offer to them, we are offering to our guru, which creates great merit.


If some of the people there are disciples of our guru, then we create the most inconceivable merit, even by offering just a glass of water to them. Of course, we can make offerings to a monastery in a faraway place, but making offerings in our own home to somebody who is a disciple of our guru has far greater merit. Not just to the disciples: if the guru is a lay teacher, this includes their partner and children as well as their pets — the guru’s horse, dog, cat — as are friends and neighbors. Geshe Chen Ngawa used to send food to his guru’s dogs, no matter how far away he was. When people asked him why he did this rather than make offerings to lamas making pujas nearby, he explained that offering to the guru’s dogs collected far more merit, more merit than offering to the numberless actual living buddhas, the numberless Dharma and Sangha, the numberless statues, stupas, and scriptures.


Adding Dharma charity to material charity is something we should practice as much as we can. For instance, I offer tsampa (roasted barley flour) to the ants near my house in Washington, mixing it with water and making it something they can eat. Then, while reciting texts such as the five powerful mantras, I blow on the food to bless it.19 Adding this Dharma dimension to the way we give to animals, reciting mantras to them and offering them food that has been blessed, can really make a difference to the animals’ next lives. As Buddhists we can give our pets this chance that non-Buddhists can’t. I think that to have a pet and not do this is a shame.


After I decided to stay in United States and get an American passport — there are so many problems having a Nepalese one — and when the California house was bought, Venerable Roger20 thought it would be good to have a dog. I thought as Buddhists we should be able to make a difference to the animal’s next life, so we named her Om Mani Padme Hum. Having such a name leaves a positive imprint every time she hears her name. We built a stupa at the back of the house for her to circumambulate. The idea was for different people to take her around the stupa every day. There are stories that illustrate how doing this creates the cause for a fortunate rebirth, such as the pig chased around a stupa by a dog that was later reborn in a god realm, or the fly that floated around a stupa on some cow dung that much later, as an eighty-year-old human, attained the arya path. Leading Om Mani Padme Hum around the stupa for half an hour or so a day definitely brought results.


At the Washington house, Buddha Amitabha Pure Land, we had a recording of the Arya Sanghata Sutra that I had recorded playing next to the bird feeder day and night. Whenever the birds went there to drink or eat, even if they only heard four words of the sutra, it purified the karma of having committed even the five immediate negativities,21 saving them from rebirth in the lowest of the hell realms, the inexhaustible hot hell.


As Dharma practitioners, we should see our animals as more than things for our own enjoyment or use, like a farmer might see the cow as nothing more than a source of milk. At Kopan Monastery, I try to say mantras to the cows there — although because they live quite far away behind barbed wire, the chickens that are closer tend to get more mantras. It seems as though the chickens listen. This is in the evening when they are about to sleep and everybody is lined up very nicely on a long pole, looking very cute, like they are going to some meditation or puja. They might have a leader for the puja but they don’t tell me.


There was a pigeon who lived on top of Vasubandhu’s22 cave who heard the recitations of the Treasury of Knowledge23 he did every day. After it died, Vasubandhu, through his clairvoyance, found that the being who had been the pigeon was born as a human to a family in the valley below his cave. He asked the family to give him the child, and later on the child became his disciple, the monk called Sthiramati, a great pandit who wrote six volumes of commentaries on the teaching that he had heard when he was a pigeon. As a pigeon the seed was planted, and in the next life he not only became a human being but also did incredible work, having so many realizations and an extensive understanding of the teachings. The cause was insignificant, just hearing the words, but the results were unimaginable.


We should definitely try to make a difference in the lives of our pets and not just look after them by feeding them. We can chant mantras such as those for Maitreya, the Medicine Buddha, or Milarepa, or mantras such as the five great mantras, so that they never get reborn in the lower realms. In that way, having a pet is not just for our own enjoyment but also for the welfare of the animal.
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